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While the inﬂuence of biomedical informatics has been seen in
many areas of public health, its inﬂuence on surveillance has been
particularly pronounced, both in terms of modernizing existing
systems and making novel surveillance approaches feasible. Syn-
dromic surveillance is one of those novel approaches and it has
been adopted rapidly over the last decade by public health agen-
cies in many countries, perhaps most enthusiastically in the United
States. In contrast to many other approaches to public health sur-
veillance, syndromic surveillance relies on automated transmis-
sion of data and automated analysis. As the data are collected in
almost real-time, these systems are used to detect infectious dis-
ease outbreaks and to support investigation and management of
rapidly evolving public health threats.
The growth in the use of syndromic surveillance in public
health has been accompanied by a growth in the number of public
health practitioners, students, and researchers interested in this
ﬁeld. The goal of the authors of this monograph is to analyze
and evaluate existing syndromic surveillance systems under a
uniﬁed framework. Speciﬁcally, they intend for their book to
summarize literature spread across multiple domains, to be a
textbook of syndromic surveillance for students from a range of
disciplines, and to offer insights for public health practitioners
engaged in the design and implementation of systems. These are
broad and ambitious aims, which the authors meet to differing
degrees.
The ﬁrst thing that struck me about the book was the title,
which identiﬁes syndromic surveillance as a speciﬁc application
area within a broader ﬁeld of infectious disease informatics.
According to the authors, this ﬁeld is emerging with a focus on
the early detection and timely response to infectious diseases
and epidemics. The authors don’t say much about infectious
disease informatics beyond a few words in the preface, but it
is a relatively novel way of describing a sub-domain within
biomedical informatics research and practice. Time will tell if
infectious disease informatics as a perspective becomes
adopted more broadly, but for now it may help readers to think
of this book as looking at a speciﬁc application area within public
health informatics, which is a broader and more generally accepted
term.
The content of the book is split evenly between a description of
syndromic surveillance systems in general (Part I) and a case-study
approach to describing research and practice-based systems (Part
II). The layout is quite logical, with chapters in Part I progressing
through a framework for syndromic surveillance systems, an over-
view of some well-known systems, chapters on major components
of syndromic systems, and closing with a chapter on evaluation ap-doi:10.1016/j.jbi.2012.01.001proaches. It would have been a nice addition to these chapters to
have a consideration of the process of syndromic surveillance from
a business analysis perspective, identifying important decisions
and cognitive challenges amenable to support. In Part II, the
chapters are stand-alone case studies of individual systems pre-
sented in no particular order and followed by a brief conclud-
ing chapter. The case studies describe many widely used
syndromic systems, but they also describe some media surveil-
lance systems such a HealthMap. While interesting, the chapters
on media surveillance systems don’t seem to ﬁt with the focus of
the book.
This book has many strong points. These include the consistent
perspective, logical layout, clarity of writing, and knowledgeable
presentation of the material. The authors obviously have a deep
understanding of the methods they describe and a good under-
standing of the practical use of syndromic systems. It was a plea-
sure to read through the chapters of this book in contrast to the
often disjointed and highly variable quality of writing found in
many edited books that are collections of chapters from different
authors. In Part I, the chapter on data sources and collection strat-
egies (Chapter 3) stands out as a particularly clear summary of
data sources used in practice and a concise presentation of relevant
standards. The consideration of syndrome classiﬁcation methods
(Chapter 4) is also a concise overview appropriate for someone
new to this area. The case studies in Part II give snapshots of differ-
ent systems, using a consistent template that considers the main
components of each system and in some cases, describes the appli-
cation of the system to a speciﬁc public health event. I found this
consistent approach to be helpful as I attempted to make compar-
isons across the different systems.
Although the authors present a considerable amount of material
in a very organized manner, the book does have some weaknesses.
The main one is that the authors perform a limited amount of syn-
thesis. The emphasis on description as opposed to synthesis and
interpretation is perhaps appropriate for an introductory text, but
detracts from the aim of offering insight for those engaged in the
design and implementation of syndromic surveillance systems.
The framework the authors present in Chapter 1, for example, of-
fers a relatively simple but useful way to organize material in the
book. However, the authors don’t fully develop this framework
and use it to bring additional insight to the material they report
throughout the book. Another example is the summary of systems
in Chapter 2, where the authors present many systems, but don’t
critically analyze these systems in terms of characteristics such
as their actual use (e.g., research systems versus one used
widely in practice) or novel features. Finally, the last chapter in
the book at the end of Part II is thin at only 3 pages and it left me
wanting a more substantial analysis of the case studies as a whole
and a deeper consideration of future directions for practice and
research.
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dromic surveillance. It is based soundly on existing systems and
the technical expertise of the authors is apparent from the clarity
with which they present concepts related to data processing and
analysis. More synthesis and identiﬁcation of priorities for practice
and research would have made this book more attractive to
practitioners and system developers, but it is a welcome addition
to the few textbooks available on this topic.David Buckeridge, MD, PhD.,
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